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WILL THE UNRESTRICTED SELF-DETERMINA- 
TION OF ALL NATIONAL GROUPS BRING 
WORLD PEACE AND ORDER 

By Frank A. Golder, Ph.D., Professor of History in the State 
College of Washington 

This war was to a great extent a struggle of nationalities, 
or national cultures, as the Germans would put it. Accord- 
ing to Kaiser's William's view when two nations of 
different culture meet they must fight for supremacy, the 
less cultured must give way to the more cultured. On the 
other hand President Wilson believes that no one nation 
has a monopoly of the best culture, that all have something 
good, and therefore all should have the right to life, liberty, 
and happiness. William of HohenzoUern would do away with 
future wars by stamping out all but the German culture, 
Woodrow Wilson would bring about the same result by 
giving every national culture the opportunity to develop 
the best there is in it. 

What is a nation? It is a group of people having tra- 
ditions, a language, and institutions which distinguish it 
from its neighbors and a place it calls home. There is an 
Italian nation, a German nation, a French nation — alto- 
gether there are fifty or more nations on the continent of 
Europe. 

A nation is not a state. A state may and usually does 
include in it more than one nation, for example, the British 
Empire; a nation may and sometimes does control more 
than one state, for example, the German nation which was 
in power both in Germany and in Austria, in a state made 
up of many nations (or nationalities) there is usually one 
which considers itself as superior and tries to impose its 
will upon the others and to dictate to them the way of life. 
They, in turn regard this as oppression and demand for 
themselves the freedom to live and think as seems best to 
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them. This oppression is generally more spiritual than 
economic, such as the prohibition of the native language, 
the development of the native cultiire. This clashing of 
wills creates bad feeling and usually leads to war. 

The nationality conflicts of the present are what the 
religious wars were centuries ago, as bitter and as unreason- 
able. The Germans and Bohemians of today had the same 
satisfaction in killing one another that their Catholic and 
Protestant ancestors had at the time of the Hussite wars. 
Now as then the great mass of the Germans had little 
ill-will against the mass of the Bohemians and vice- versa; 
all that either asked is to live and let live. But the leaders 
of their respective nations will not have it so. In the fif- 
teenth century the Holy Roman Emperor insisted that his 
Catholic dogma was superior to the Hussite theology and 
threatened to exterminate all who disagreed with him. 
Monks, priests, and patriots went all over Germany preach- 
ing crusades and inflaming honest, hard-working German 
peasants against equally honest, and hard-working Bohe- 
mians. In the twentieth century the German Kaiser boasted 
of his superior culture and because the rest of the world 
would not accept his view he spread death and desolation 
far and wide. From the throne, from the pulpit, from the 
professor's chair the doctrine was taught that there is no 
god but the German god, no culture but the German culture, 
and the unbelievers were given the choice between the 
German Kultur and the German sword. Nationality wars 
like religious wars are the children of oppression and intoler- 
ance; they live on propaganda and false patriotism. 

National movements have many points of difference, 
some are natural, others artificial, some are honest, others 
false. They have also many points of similarity and their 
histories are very much ahke. Usually the leading nation- 
aUty in the state attempts to force its language, culture 
(sometimes its religion) on the other nationalities. They 
resent this action and it arouses in them a national self- 
consciousness. They declare that they, too, have a language 
and culture as good as that of the self-styled superior nation- 
ality. If the language and culture are crude they proceed 
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to polish them. The uncouth peasant speech is gram- 
matized, the folktales and folksongs are published, the old 
and forgotten national costumes are brought out and dusted, 
and the antiquated customs are practiced. Each of these 
separately represents national literature, tradition, art and 
collectively national cult\u:e. As a general thing the nation- 
als at first desire nothing more than the right to develop 
this culture, they have no burning desire for political 
independence. If their aspirations were granted they would 
probably cease to agitate and the movement would die. 
But the dominating nationality can not stand rebuff. It 
suddenly discovers that it has a duty to God, to the state, 
and to civilization to force its superior culture on the in- 
ferior subject. Incidentally the superior reasons that if 
the inferior be allowed to have his way in this he will demand 
other liberties as well, particularly political independence. 
In order to prevent this, new laws, more oppressive than the 
old, are passed with a view of stamping out all spiritual 
and national life. If tyrants were versed in history and 
psychology they would know that spiritual forces can not 
be killed by physical means, that the blood of the martyrs 
is the seed of the church. But being blinded by their 
pride they can not see that their acts bring about the very 
situation they aimed to prevent. Unable to act openly 
the nationalities work covertly; they either conceal their 
printing presses at home or smuggle in prohibited literature 
from abroad. In this way they are freed from the govern- 
ment censorship and are in a position to denounce their 
rulers as tyrants and to appeal to all their nationals to rise 
and throw off the foreign yoke and to work towards political 
nationality. This is the second stage in the national 
movement. 

By political nationality is meant complete political inde- 
pendence and the establishment of a national state made 
up of its nationals, governed by its nationals, and for the 
good of its nationals. From the point of view of the op- 
pressor this is revolutionary doctrine, pure and simple, and 
as such it must be put down by blood and iron. The 
leaders of the movement are either imprisoned, or exiled. 
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or even executed, their writings burned, their property 
confiscated, and their followers scattered. In order to gain 
the good will of the masses, who are always more interested 
in social betterment than in cultural and political develop- 
ment, the government lightens their taxes and improves 
their economic condition. What is the result of the policy 
of repressing the intelUgentsia and of helping the peasantry? 
The exiled intelUgentsia creates a world prejudice against 
the oppressor and the peasant takes what is given him and 
demands more. Each year the national animosities become 
more keen, each year a Uttle more fuel is added and this 
goes on xmtil some fool sets a match to the inflammable 
material and a world conflagration like the present one 
is started. 

Every national movement has then at least two distinct 
elements, a cultural and a political. Each has some good 
in it; but the Germans, for example, can not see much good 
in either so far as they apply to other nations than the 
German. They cling to the theory of superior and inferior 
nations and cultures. 

Until we learn more about the subject of nationalities, 
and that must be done from the book of life and not from 
a philosophical treatise, we can not accept the German 
theory. All that we now actually know is that some 
nations are less advanced than others, have fewer oppor- 
timities than others. The Jugo-Slavs, the Letts, and 
others like them have never had much of a chance and 
it may be that some day they may produce a Beethoven, 
a Kant. 

Some village-Hampden, that with dauntless breast 

The little tyrant of his fields withstood; 
Some mute inglorious Milton here may rest 

Some Cromwell guiltless of his country's blood. 

Each nation has something to contribute to civilization, 
one nation always can learn from the other. Diversity 
of opinion, diversity of taste, diversity of interest are the 
stimuli of intellectual growth, without them we would 
exist but not live. National cultural development, so long 
as it is not accompanied by national arrogance, as it was 
in Germany, should be encouraged. 
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National political development, that is to say the right 
of each nation or nationality to form itself into a nation- 
state is not so one sided and has less to commend it than 
national cultural development. If national political de- 
velopment were followed out to the logical end Europe 
would be parcelled out into very many nation-states, Eng- 
land into three, Ireland two, the United States into a dozen 
or more. New York City alone into several, Jewish, Italian, 
Irish, etc. Each of these states would be ruled by the 
nationaUty in the majority, in the interest of that nation- 
aUty. The nationalities in the minority would have no 
voice, otherwise the state would cease to be a nation-state. 
Democracy would be a dead letter. The so-called oppressed 
nationaUties are as oppressive as their oppressors. Let us not 
deceive ourselves in believing that the peoples who have been 
freed from Russian, German, and Austrian tyranny will 
necessarily be any more liberal or tolerant to those under 
them than the Germans or Russians were to their subjects. 
The Ukrainians in Eastern Galicia suffer much more from 
the Poles than the Poles did from the Russians. The so- 
called oppressed nationalities are sometimes more oppressive 
than their oppressors. If the nation-state were generally 
permitted the dominant nationality in the state would 
attempt to assimilate or crush the other nationalities and 
the world would have Ukrainization, Lithuanization, Poloni- 
zation, Armenianization and the other evils that follow 
in its train. Already the Italian and Polish imperialists 
(as well as those of other oppressed nations) are making 
such greedy demands for lands over which they have no 
right and over people with whom they are not related that 
if the demands were granted another war would soon break 
out. 

It is even a question whether real culttu-e would be pro- 
moted by having nation-states. The nxunber of literary, 
or so-called literary languages, would increase and that is 
not good. One of the principal reasons for a nation-state 
is the preservation of the national culture, and an influx 
of foreign ideas would prevent this. 
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Economically the nation-state and the world would not 
be better off. The number of customs barriers and military 
frontiers would increase, economic wars would spring up 
and national jealousies and antagonisms would flare up 
as never before. 

Strict self-determination of nationalities, or the nation- 
state, is a step backward in the world's progress and all 
movements in that direction should not be encouraged and 
if permitted it should be with the view of making it serve 
a higher purpose than its imperialistic leaders have in 
mind. If the nation-state should succeed in firmly estab- 
lishing itself neither humanity as a whole nor the nationals 
as a whole would benefit from it; the only people to profit 
by it would be a handful of poUticians. 

In studying the nationality questions of Europe one 
comes face to face with some curious situations. One learns 
that each nationality is divided into three prominent classes, 
the clergy, the bourgeoisie, and conmion people, the last 
named making up somewhere about ninety per cent or more 
of the total population. He learns that there are true and 
false national movements, that some come from the heart 
and others from the mind, that some have real grievances 
and others imaginary. In nearly every bona-fide move- 
ment the clergy and bourgeoisie are for national independ- 
ence and national culture while the mass of the people 
are either indifferent, or favor it for entirely different reasons 
from those advanced by the upper classes. Most of the 
national leaders are honest men, but some are consciously 
or unconsciously influenced by selfish motives. The Polish 
leaders, who are almost altogether of the upper classes, tell 
us that they are working to save their nationals from 
Russian oppression, but as a matter of fact the PoUsh 
nobles are notorious for the mistreatment of their peasants, 
and it was against the will of this very nobility that Alex- 
ander II freed the Polish serfs from the yoke of their lords. 
What is it then the Poles really desire? Many of them 
desire nothing more nor less than to hold the reins of 
government and to be allowed to do as they please. The 
Ukrainian nationalists cry that the Russian government 
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did not allow them to develop their culture; if you look 
into the case you will discover that a majority of these 
leaders could not write a letter in Ukrainian to save their 
lives. The Lithuanian clergy demand Lithuanian political 
independence and the Poles oppose it because the Poles 
hold the episcopal seats and the Lithuanians would like to 
get into them. These motives are not necessarily unwor- 
thy or dishonest and it is quite possible that the national 
leaders would conduct the affairs of state as well if not 
better than the foreign oflBcials. 

This brings us to the question of the common people. 
How about them? What do they think and how do they 
feel on these matters? On the border districts many of 
the inhabitants do not know and do not care to what 
nationality they belong. For generations Polish, Lithua- 
nian and Russian peasants have lived side by side, have 
intermarried, have laughed over the same joys and have 
wept over the same sorrows. They have even a "common 
speech" which is different from either one of the three 
national languages. For generations they have been ex- 
ploited by Lithuanian, Polish and Russian landlords and 
they have not much love for any of them. The poor 
peasants are not interested either in cultural development 
or in national independence; many of them do not even 
understand the meaning of these words. What they want 
is steady work, good wages, and plenty to eat. They hate 
landlords of all nationalities, and they have no reason to 
think that a bishop of their own people would treat them 
with more consideration than one of another people. Ninety 
per cent of every nationality in Europe is more interested 
in social than national problems, in the question of food 
and wages than in culture and independence. This explains 
the success of bolshevism with its appeal to throw over the 
clergy and the bourgeoisie because they are the land- 
holders, the privileged classes, the capitaUsts, the reputed 
oppressors of the working people. Not the suppressor of 
national culture but the economic oppressor is the enemy, 
cry the Bolsheviki. This is not the place to discuss the 
truth or the falsity of this theory, but merely to point out 
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that there are thousands of people to whom it appeals 
more strongly than the teachings of the leaders of the 
national movements. 

From what has been said it is evident that political 
self-determination of nationalities is not going to solve 
either the immediate or the future problems of the world. 
If this is so why do President Wilson and men of his type 
try to bring it about? The answer is that nationalism is 
not regarded by them as an end in itself, but as a means 
to something higher and better, a League of Nations or 
Internationalism, which they hope will help solve the 
problems. 

By internationalism we mean better relations and more 
cooperation between states and peoples based on the princi- 
ples of justice and humanity. The idea is not a new one 
and has been discussed in one form or another since the 
beginning of history. In modern times Alexander I of 
Russia proposed it for the guidance of European powers 
and out of that came eventually the Holy Alliance. The 
Hague Conference had in it many of the elements of 
internationalism. 

At the present time President Wilson is the most ardent 
champion of a League of Nations. By nations he means 
not the leaders but the mass of the people, all classes of 
the people, speaking through their representatives organized 
into a legal government. The ideal of the league is to 
secure peace for the world by increasing the opportimities 
for mutual undei^tanding. Each member of the league is 
asked to give up some of its sovereign powers, but aside 
from that each state is as independent as before. 

Extreme radicals like Lenin are opposed to states, govern- 
ments, and centralized power, consequently to a union of 
states. They agitate for a federation of peoples, particu- 
larly the working classes. They say that if the power were 
in the hands of the proletariat the ills from which we now 
suffer would disappear and the world would become one 
happy, united family without political frontiers, custom's 
barriers, and economic jealousies. Distinctly national cul- 
ture with its pride and arrogance woUld give way to a 
cosmopolitan culture that knows neither state nor nation. 
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Is the internationalism of the Wilson ideal possible? 
Can the individual states be taught to think less of them- 
selves and more of the world as a whole? That this is 
possible is fully proved by history. If we examine the 
coiu-se of social development we find that rival families 
united iato clans, feudal clans into tribes, warlike tribes 
into nations, hostile nations into states. In Switzerland 
we have three nationalities in one state living in friendliness 
and peace, while across the border their kinsmen are at 
enmity. At one time the Scotch, the Welsh and the Eng- 
lish waged cruel war among themselves, but now are one 
and inseparable. On the other hand right across the Irish 
Channel two nationalities hate each other bitterly. All 
these illustrations show that in states where one nationality 
respects the rights of the other national antagonisms do 
not flourish and where this is not the case hatred grows. 
If in democratic countries like Switzerland and England 
three nationalities can act together for the common good 
it ought to be possible for twice the number or many times 
that number to do the same thing. We have already more 
than a beginning in such international institutions as the 
postal union, the Red Cross, the banks, the stock market, 
the international food commission, the copyright and patent, 
the literary and scientific organizations, and the interna- 
tional labor legislation. At Washington there is in session 
today an international labor conference for the purpose 
of bringing about closer cooperation between the laboring 
men of the world. With capital and labor internationalized 
the most serious drawbacks that stand in the way of inter- 
nationalism are removed. To many people the practi- 
cability of a league of states is no longer debatable; the real 
problem is to develop the machinery for its government. 

Is the internationalism of Lenin, that is to say the rule 
of the proletariat, possible and desirable? If it means the 
rule of an intelligent majority for the good of all, if it means 
the uplift of humanity as a whole then it is both possible 
and desirable. Thoughtful people the world over are in 
sympathy with such a movement. It is the goal towards 
which hxunanity has been advancing and each century is 



UNRESTRICTED SELF-DETERMINATION 287 

marked by progress. Class distinctions are disappearing, 
poverty is decreasing, man is more dignified, intelligent 
and spiritual; and the time is not far distant when the 
man with the hoe will be as rare as the man with the flint 
axe. 

Wilson and Lenin differ, however, in their points of view 
towards life. Wilson loves mankind, Lenin experiments 
with it. Wilson uses his abilities to serve humanity, Lenin 
uses humanity to serve his theories. In the methods used 
to attain the object they differ also. Wilson believes in 
the evolutionary process, Lenin in the revolutionary way. 
Both Wilson and Lenin would abolish class distinctions. 
Wilson would do it by preaching better understanding, 
Lenin by inciting hatred; Wilson by appealing to reason 
and love, Lenin to passion and brute force; Wilson by 
melting the three classes into one, Lenin by killing off two 
classes for the sake of the third. Since Lenin has been in 
power he has preached class war, he has poisoned the hearts 
and minds of thousands of ignorant people against their 
neighbors, he has killed, imprisoned, exiled, burned, de- 
stroyed, and has been directly and indirectly the cause of 
the death of tens of thousands. He and his adherents are 
as fanatic as the most zealous inquisitors, sow the same 
seed and reap the same harvest — hatred, intolerance, a 
spiritual and intellectual decline of mankind. If by stirring 
up class hatred, by the suppression of free speech and free- 
dom of thought, by arraying the ignorant against the edu- 
cated, the poor against the rich, the unbeliever against the 
believer Lenin hopes to bring about his internationalism 
then he will surely fail. He may succeed in having his 
way for a time but no permanent good can come out of it. 
The world knows that no good comes from evil, no love 
from hatred, no noble mindedness from ignoble ideas, no 
spiritual upUft from brutish deeds. Lenin's methods can 
not bring about the ideal he has in mind. Mankind can 
advance just so fast and no faster; its speed, like that of 
a fleet, is determined by the speed of its slowest members. 
Lenin's policy of killing off the best minds in Russia (and 
the world over if he had his way) is like destroying the 
fastest ships in the fleet. It does not work for progress. 



288 FRANK A. COLDER 

As an idealist President Wilson appreciates all that is 
fine in the theories of Lenin and his followers; but as a 
historian, humanitarian and practical statesman he sees the 
harm of attempting to realize them in Lenin's way. In- 
stead of destroying the best ships he is planning to speed 
up the slowest in order to keep the fleet together. He is 
trying not only to unite all classes but all nations into one 
league so that all may advance together. He has no sym- 
pathy with nationalistic and imperialistic nationalism but 
for the time being he is making use of it in order to bring 
about later the higher internationaUsm. His inmiediate 
object is to help establish orderly government on a basis 
of justice and to allay national passions. If he can persuade 
two or more nationalities to unite in one state on the basis 
of mutual regard for the rights of one another he will do 
so, but he will insist that there shall be no forcing of one 
people to submit to the dictates of another. Causes for 
future friction must be removed and this in turn will reduce 
the causes for future wars and ill will. Wilson believes in 
the people and in the rule of the people and is preaching 
that they should take control but in an orderly and legal 
way. When the governments of the world shall be in 
the hands of all the people, regardless of classes, then the 
ideal internationalism will be attained. 



